RENDEZVOUS IN HELL

They embraced and were made welcome.

"Well, Jean-Noel,, did you enjoy your journey? Did you succumb
to Italy?"

"Oh, it was wonderful., marvellous!" cried Jean-Noel. "I'm bursting
with it all."

"Yes, it's been a splendid journey/' Pemrose said, his eyes lowered,
gazing vaguely at the ground.

Ben and Baba were staring discreetly but continually at the new
arrivals' faces.

"We didn't know what time you'd get here. We've got a cold supper
for you," said the Prince.

They all came and sat with the travellers while they ate under the
coffered ceiling.

"Here are the Three Bees together again," said Bayos jovially.

"Yes, here we are again," said Basil, forcing himself to reciprocate
his friend's lightheartedness.

Then Benvenuto Galbani gave them the important news. A piece of
the Tiepolo fresco had deteriorated during the winter, the plaster was
flaking off the wall, and it would have to be restored. But, graver still,
the architects appointed by the city to inspect the buildings had re-
ported that the piles supporting the palace were either sinking or
rotting.

"But the Palazzo Dario next door has been completely crooked for
two centuries or more and seems none the worse for it," said Pern.

"Yes, but the Palazzo Dario is leaning against this one," Benvenuto
replied. "And if my palazzo gives way too, there's a danger of their
both collapsing and bringing down Volkoff with them, since it's lean-
ing up against the other side. However, it's not an immediate problem,
we've got ten or twenty years of safety."

"What's so reassuring to the spirit about Venice," said Maxime de
Bayos, "is that the city was founded, conceived indeed, by rich Italians
fleeing before the barbarian invasions, who took refuge among the
lagoons to save their skins. It was because Attila was tearing down the
Roman temples and palaces on the mainland that the terrified refugees
built in the water what was eventually to become this miraculous city, the
richest, the most civilized and perhaps the most beautiful in the world."

"Where did my grandfather live?" asked Jean-NoeL

"Oh, in various places, on the Zattere to begin with, I think," Prince
Galbani replied. "Then in the Gasa di Desdemona, just opposite us."

And Pern, who knew everything, recited in a low voice:

"jfai vecu a Venise,
J'ai vecu cet automne
Dans I'etroite maison grise
On3on dit celle de Desdemone."
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